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In The Motherhood of Earth and Other Women, I wrote: "The Earth is literally, is in fact, is really a 
mother. The Xiang'er does say that Heaven and Earth have no ancestral shrines, because they have no 
descendants who worship them. So the Earth is also - literally; in fact; really - not a mother; the point 
is that the fact of the matter is contextual. It is a mistake to think that, because the Earth does not 
have an organic brain, because we do not inherit DNA from her, that we therefore have none of the 
moral obligations toward her which we have toward blood relations. Is there any sense in which you 
share your father's blood ? But does the water of the planet not flow in you? Just because she is not 
our mother, it does not mean she is not our mother; just because she is our mother, that does not 
mean she is our mother." 

I think it likely that, although we tend to think that our social thinking applies primarily to human 
interactions, there is really an important sense in which social feeling developed as an extension of our 
patterns of relationality towards non-human persons/things, rather than the reverse. This is not to 
posit a pre-social stage in the history of any individual or any society; the first confirmation is the 
obvious fact that our sociality stems to a large extent from non-human ancestors. And so of course not 
only do we have non-human relatives, but the institution of kinship in the widest sense precedes and 
transcends any human taxonomy of relatedness, whether by blood, by adoption, by ideas, by DNA, or 
otherwise. 

We say birth mother-that makes sense-, but then we also say birth father. This only shows that even 
birth mother is not a simple descriptor but rather implies an equivalent father in the same way that 
the word "mother" on its own does. But just as there are children with mothers and no fathers, there 
are children with birth mothers and no birth fathers. Conception fathers and mothers? What about 
womb transplants from mother to daughter, in vitro fertilization, gestational surrogacy? Who is whose 
surrogate? 

Friedrich Max Muller, often hailed as the founder of Religious Studies, would have said that "Mother 
Earth" is originally a metaphor, expressing a concept of the Transcendent that cannot be formulated 
adequately in language. While enlightened Protestants like himself could decode these kinds of 
metaphors, natives of all regions of the earth had misunderstood them and begun to worship the Earth 
itself as a she, as a mother 1 2 . The real mistake seems to me to be the assumption that anything, 
"metaphorical" or not, has a determinate non-linguistic meaning - especially a non-linguistic meaning 
that Europeans can approximate adequately in language, but others cannot. 
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"When [the Egyptians] would represent a woman suckling and bringing up her children well, they again portray 
a bat with teeth and breasts; for this is the only winged creature which has teeth and breasts." (Horapollon- 

Philippus 11.53, transl. Cory) 


1 See chapter 3 of Theodore Vial's Modem Religion, Modern Race (OUP 2016). 

2 This space is reserved for the Egyptian hieroglyph of a bat, if it ever turns up. It is probably an invention of 
Horapollon's time, when the use of hieroglyphs as a writing system had been lost for many decades. (Which is 
not to say that it is a fake hieroglyph - they were all invented at some point.) 



